
Utah as a Case Study in Social Capital |  1

The Wealth of Strong 
Families, Communities, 

and Congregations:

SCP BRIEF | FEBRUARY 2019

A project of the Joint Economic Committee – Republicans  |  Chairman, Sen. Mike Lee

jec.senate.gov  |  G-01 Dirksen Senate Off ice Building Washington, DC 20510  |  (202) 224-5171

Utah as a Case Study in Social Capital



 2 |  Social Capital Project

Last year, the Social Capital Project released its Social Capital Index, a tool that 
measures the health of associational life across the United States. As explained 
in our earlier report, What We Do Together: The State of Associational Life in 
America, we define associational life as the “web of social relationships through 
which we pursue joint endeavors—namely, our families, our communities, our 
workplaces, and our religious congregations.”1 Overall, Utah ranks as the state 
with the highest social capital among the 50 states and Washington, D.C. Utah’s 
robust associational life is likely connected to the history of many of its people, 
whose ancestors pioneered to the Salt Lake Valley in the mid-1800s to seek 
religious freedom and build a united, religious community.

The Index utilizes several categories of variables to measure social capital at 
the state level: family unity, family interaction, social support, community 
health, institutional health, collective efficacy, and philanthropic health.2 Utah 
ranked number one on three of these categories—family unity, social support, 
and philanthropic health. It ranked within the top ten on three others—family 
interaction, collective efficacy, and community health. However, on institutional 
health it ranked all the way down at number 30.

SOCIAL CAPITAL PROJECT SOCIAL CAPITAL INDEX, BY STATE

Source: Social Capital Project, https://www.lee.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/9935863c-a25e-44c5-8295-4ddf1c96e538/figure-1.-
new-window.html.

https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/analysis?ID=82AEEDDA-B550-481E-BA31-9623B85A20D6
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/analysis?ID=82AEEDDA-B550-481E-BA31-9623B85A20D6
https://www.lee.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/9935863c-a25e-44c5-8295-4ddf1c96e538/figure-1.-new-window.html.
https://www.lee.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/9935863c-a25e-44c5-8295-4ddf1c96e538/figure-1.-new-window.html.
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FAMILY UNITY (#1) & FAMILY INTERACTION (#8)

Utah is a unique state in that over half (55 percent) of its population is made 
up of members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, a religious 
minority in the rest of the United States.3 Thus, an analysis of Utah will by 
nature require an analysis of the Church. That such a large portion of the 
state’s population belongs to the same religion most certainly contributes to 
the strong connectedness of Utahns to each other, as does the fact that many 
share a heritage of pioneer ancestry. The Church’s teachings and practices also 
promote social connectedness on many levels, including in the family as well as 
in the community.

The Index measured “family unity” using three variables:

- percent of births in the past year to unmarried women;
- percent of adult women who are married;
- percent of children living in a single-parent family.

Utah has the lowest rate of unwed childbearing, the lowest percent of children 
living in single-parent homes, and the highest percent of married women.

Utah’s high overall ranking on family unity is likely due to a few factors. Utah 
has a relatively highly-educated population, ranking 13th highest on percent of 
adults 25 years and older with a bachelor’s degree or more.4 Highly-educated 
adults in the United States are far less likely to have children outside of marriage, 
and they are also more likely to be married.5 Furthermore, Utah’s population is 
largely made up of non-Hispanic whites (78.5 percent), who are less likely to have 
children outside of marriage compared to blacks and Hispanics.6 Among all races, 
those with higher education are less likely to have children outside of marriage, 
but racial differences in unwed births still persist across education levels.7

Utah’s rates of unwed childbearing and percent of children in single-parent 
households are much lower than those of any other state. These differences are 
also likely due to the large population of Latter-day Saints. Like most religions, 
Latter-day Saint doctrine teaches that sex and childbearing should take place 
only within marriage. Their doctrine also teaches that marriage and family 
relationships are eternal and thus should be built to endure. In a 2014 study 
using a nationally representative sample of adults ages 18-60, researchers found 
that Latter-day Saints were by far the least likely among all religious groups and 
non-religious groups to report having engaged in premarital sex, and also the 
least likely to agree that “cohabitation is a good idea for couples considering 
marriage.”8 Additionally, a 2018 Pew Research Center report found that Latter-day 
Saints are the most likely of all religious groups and non-religious groups to be 

Family Unity
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SOCIAL SUPPORT (#1)

The Index uses four variables to measure social support: percent of adults who 
say they get the social support they need, the average number of close friends 
adults report, the percent of neighbors who say they do favors for each other, 
and the percent of adults who say they can trust all or most of their neighbors. 

married.9 Furthermore, a 2012 Pew Research Center survey found that Latter-
day Saints are far more likely than the general public to say that being a good 
parent is one of the most important things in life (81 percent of Latter-day Saints, 
compared to 50 percent of the general public) or that having a good marriage 
is one of the most important things in life (73 percent of Latter-day Saints, 
compared to 34 percent of the general public).10

Family Interaction

We measured family interaction using three variables:

- the percent of children who spend four hours or more per weekday 
   watching TV;
- the percent of children who spend four hours or more per weekday on 
   an electronic device (excluding homework);
- the percent of young children who have a family member reading to 
   them every day.

Utah ranks number nine on children’s TV watching, meaning the ninth lowest on 
the percentage of children watching four or more hours of TV per weekday, and 
number five on children’s time spent on electronic devices. But it ranks below 
average on the percent of young children who have a family member reading to 
them daily, at number 29.

Children in homes headed by college-educated parents on average spend 
less time watching TV and on electronic devices, compared to children in 
non-college-educated homes, potentially explaining part of the reason why 
Utah ranks relatively low on children’s screen time.11 There is also a significant 
difference in screen time by race, with white children spending much less time 
watching TV or on computers compared to black and Hispanic children.12 The 
Church also places emphasis on family interaction, with members encouraged to 
set aside one night a week for “Family Home Evening,” for example.

The fact that Utah ranks below the middle on the percent of young children 
with an adult family member who reads to them daily is somewhat surprising, 
considering children in college-educated households are more likely to be read 
to every day, as are children who are non-Hispanic white.13 Children in married-
parent homes are more likely to be read to every day as well, compared to 
children in single-parent households.14
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Utah ranks first on three of these areas, and ranks second on the fourth area, the 
percent of people who say they get the social support they need.

Utah’s strong social support is likely a function of the religious make-up of the 
state as well. Latter-day Saint congregations (called “wards”) are structured 
geographically, with those living closest to each other generally being members 
of the same congregation. Thus, Utahns are often not only neighbors with those 
living around them, but they frequently are fellow congregants with many of 
their neighbors as well. Thus, it is unsurprising that Utahns have a high level of 
trust among neighbors and that neighbors are likely to provide favors for each 
other. Besides the overlapping nature of neighborhoods with wards, the Church 
also promotes service among ward members by assigning each member of the 
ward to look after specific individuals or families within their ward.

PHILANTHROPIC HEALTH (#1)

Another area where Utah ranks number one is on philanthropic health. This is 
measured by a single variable: the share of people who say they have made a 
contribution of $25 or more to a charitable group in the past year.

Utah’s philanthropic strength is also likely connected to its large share of Latter-
day Saints, as other researchers have noted.15 Members of the Church are asked 
to contribute a tenth (a tithe) of their annual earnings to the Church. Nearly 
80 percent of Latter-day Saints in the United States say they pay a full tithing, 
according to the Pew Research Center.16 Latter-day Saints are also encouraged to 
help the poor through fasting once a month and then contributing at least the 
amount they would have spent on the foregone meals to offerings that fund the 
Church’s welfare programs. The Church’s welfare system includes food assistance 
that is provided through “Bishop’s storehouses”—grocery distribution centers for 
those in need—thrift stores, social services, job training, and so forth.17

COLLECTIVE EFFICACY (#8)

Collective efficacy is measured by the number of violent crimes among every 
100,000 people. Utah ranks among the lowest 10 states on violent crime, at 
number eight, with 215.6 violent crimes per 100,000 people in 2014.

COMMUNITY HEALTH (#10)

The Social Capital Index’s measure of community health includes eight measures:

- percent of adults who have volunteered for a group in the past year;
- percent of adults who have attended a public meeting in the past year;

https://www.deseretindustries.org/eighty-years
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- percent of adults who have worked with neighbors in the past year to fix  
   or improve something;
- percent of adults who have served on a committee as an officer of 
   a group;
- percent of adults who have attended a meeting in the past year where   
   political issues were discussed;
- percent of adults who took part in a march, rally, protest, or 
   demonstration in the past year;
- membership organizations per 1,000 people;
- number of registered non-religious non-profits, including religious 
   congregations, per 1,000 people.

Utah ranked high or at least above average on some of these factors: it ranked 
number one (the highest) on percent of adults who had volunteered for a 
group in the past year, number three on percent of adults who had worked with 
neighbors to improve or fix something, number four on the percent of adults 
who had served as an officer on a committee, number 11 on percent of adults 
who had attended a political meeting in the past year, and number 14 on percent 
of adults who had attended a public meeting in the past year. Religiosity in 
general is correlated with many of these elements of community involvement; 
thus, Utah’s religiosity is also likely correlated with its relatively high ranking on 
several of these areas.18

However, Utah ranked poorly on several other community health factors, 
particularly on the number of membership organizations per 1,000 people, 
where they ranked last, as well as on the number of non-religious non-profits 
plus religious congregations per 1,000 people, where they ranked number 43. 
The state ranked in the middle (number 26) on the percent who had attended a 
march, rally, protest, or demonstration in the past year.

Volunteering is more common among those who are married, those who have 
children, college-educated adults, and non-Hispanic whites, all demographic 
factors common or relatively common in Utah.19 The state’s high level of 
volunteering is also likely due to the large amount of volunteering that takes 
place within the Church. The Church functions entirely with a lay ministry, 
and most active Latter-day Saints volunteer in their wards. A 2012 University of 
Pennsylvania study of about 2,700 active Latter-day Saints found that they report 
volunteering an average of 240 hours per year.20 This is compared to an average 
of 52 hours annually among active volunteers in the United States.21

Surprisingly, Utah ranked relatively low in terms of having a small number 
of membership organizations as well as a small total number of (combined) 
non-religious non-profits plus religious congregations. This might also be a 
byproduct of the state’s large population of Latter-day Saints. Other membership 
organizations or non-profits outside of the Church may not be as necessary 
because so much of social, charitable, and community life happens within the 
Church. Fewer membership organizations and non-profits may simply reflect the 
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centrality of the Church for many Utahns, rather than their lack of associational 
life. However, it could also mean that those inside the Church are not connecting 
with those outside of the Church. For example, the Pew Research Center found 
that nearly three-quarters of Latter-day Saints in Utah say that all or most of their 
close friends are also Latter-day Saints.22

However, it is also possible that the poor performance of Utah on these measures 
reflect bad data. The County Business Patterns data on which the membership 
organization figures are based implausibly suggest that Utah ranks lowest in the 
nation in terms of religious membership organizations. For example, the data 
indicate that Utah has only 196 religious establishments across Salt Lake, Utah, 
and Davis counties. However, these counties have 414 Latter-day Saint “stakes” 
(a stake consists of multiple wards) combined.23 The reason for the discrepancy 
may be because organizations are only counted if they have paid employees, and 
because Latter-day Saint congregations are operated solely by volunteers, they 
would not be counted.

INSTITUTIONAL HEALTH (#30)

Utah ranks below average on institutional health at number 30. Institutional 
health is measured by five factors:

- voter participation in the 2012 and 2016 elections;
- mail-back response rates for the 2010 census;
- percent of adults who have confidence in corporations to do what’s right;
- percent of adults who have confidence in the media to do what’s right;
- percent of adults who have confidence in public schools to do what’s right.

While Utah scored high on confidence in corporations (ranking third), and ranked 
relatively high on the Census mail-back rate (at number 15), the state scored 
low on voter participation (at number 38), and scored the absolute lowest of all 
states and Washington, D.C. on confidence in the media (at number 51). Utahns’ 
confidence in public schools ranked roughly in the middle (at number 23).

It is somewhat surprising that Utah has such low voter turnout, given that in 
the 2012 election Mitt Romney, a fellow Latter-day Saint, was the Republican 
presidential candidate. Furthermore, Latter-day Saints are encouraged to vote by 
church leaders at the highest level.24 However, Utahns might be less motivated to 
vote given the state’s political homogeneity— it has nearly the largest Republican 
voter demographic in the nation—and thus many political races are non-
competitive.25 The state’s strong distrust in the media may also be linked to Utah’s 
large Republican population, as Republicans are far less likely to trust the media 
compared to Democrats.26 We would like to have had state-level measures of 
confidence in local institutions, where Utah might exhibit more confidence than 
other states.
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Overall, Utah is a state that is rich in social capital. Families are strong, individuals 
are socially connected and trust their neighbors, charitable contributions are 
high, violent crime is low, and people are volunteering in their communities and 
helping their neighbors. Its thriving associational life appears to be embedded 
into the culture of its people, a culture that is the lasting legacy of the original 
Latter-day Saint pioneers who settled the state back in the nineteenth century.  
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